The increased diversification of classrooms in recent years has placed additional demands upon teachers who strive to facilitate the learning and participation of all pupils. The aim of the current study was to explore how primary teachers across Europe understand and respond to diversity in their classrooms. A total of 35 teachers from 7 countries (Czech Republic, England, Germany, Holland, Lithuania, Malta, Sweden) participated in semi-structured interviews. Analysis of the data yielded several key themes: (i) the need for caring and inclusive attitudes and school ethos, (ii) facilitating inclusive values and solidarity in pupils, (iii) building collaborative networks, (iv) organising 'responsive' teaching, and (v) facing challenges in responding to diversity. The implications of these findings for the development of inclusive practices are discussed.
Introduction
In recent years schools in Europe have witnessed increasingly heterogeneous classrooms. Teachers are now faced with an extremely diverse range of pupils and are required to respond effectively to meet their needs. This amplified diversification can be seen as arising from three main sources. Firstly, at a cultural level, there have been increasing numbers of immigrants and general mobility within and across countries (Eurydice, 2002; European Commisson Directorate General for Education and Culture, 2003) . Secondly, landmark policy developments (e.g. UNESCO, 1994) have led to increasing numbers of children with special educational needs attending mainstream schools (Farrell and Ainscow, 2002) . Thirdly, there have been increasing concerns regarding the difficulties faced by pupils who fail to achieve adequate levels of literacy or drop out of school, together with an awareness of the multiplicity and complexity of competencies required in modern society (Eurydice, 1994; Gregory and Kuzmich, 2005) .
Responding to the diverse and varied needs of pupils in the classroom forms one of the biggest challenges currently facing teachers (Tomlinson, 1999; Meijer, 2003) , and there is a growing literature (both research and professional) in this area (e.g. McGarvey et al., 1998; Benincasa, 2002; Tomlinson, 2003; Donnelly, 2004; UNESCO, 2004) . One influential model from the United States (Tomlinson, 2003) has proven particularly useful for researchers and practitioners alike. In attempting to become more 'responsive' practitioners, Tomlinson (2003) suggests, educators need to find an appropriate match between the diversity evident in pupil characteristics and that of the curriculum to be accessed (see Figure 1) .
Despite the emergence and popularity of models such as that proposed by Tomlinson (2003) , there exists comparatively little research that has explored how teachers actually understand, engage with, and respond to diversity in the classroom. Those studies that have been published to date (such as McGarvey et al., 1998) understandably focus on one particular aspect of practice (e.g. differentiation) within a specific national context (e.g. Northern Ireland). What is currently lacking in the literature in this area is research which takes a broader view of diversity and explores the experiences of teachers in differing contexts. The potential utility of such research is twofold. At a basic level it will undoubtedly facilitate the development of theoretical and practical knowledge regarding responsive teaching and inclusive practice. In the European Union in particular though, this kind of inquiry can also be seen as directly in line with the trans-national movement to support and respect diversity in all its forms (e.g. European Communities, 1997; UNESCO, 2005) . The aim of the current study was to address this gap in the knowledge base.
Differentiated teaching module (Primary)
The current study was carried out as part of a larger project funded by the European Commission (Comenius 2.1), which began in 2004 and will be completed in 2007. Figure 1 . Matching a diversified curriculum to the diversity of student strengths and needs (adapted from Tomlinson, 2003) .
The overall aim of the project is to develop an Internet-based module for trainee teachers across the European Union (EU) that will enable them to respond more effectively to diversity in their classrooms (see www.dtmp.org for further details). The development of the Differentiated Teaching Module (Primary) (DTMp) has involved the collaboration of seven EU member states-Malta, the United Kingdom, Germany, Lithuania, Sweden, the Czech Republic and the Netherlands. However, before developing the module, we wanted to get a feel for how teachers across the EU perceived and responded to the challenge of reaching all pupils and what factors they considered important in the success or failure of their endeavours-thus, the current study was undertaken.
The following research questions drove our inquiry:
N Research Question 1-How do primary teachers understand and respond to diversity in European classrooms?
N Research Question 2-What are the key challenges to and enabling factors for effective practice in this regard?
Method
A qualitative design was adopted based on a constructivist paradigm-namely that there are multiple, socially constructed realities regarding the phenomenon in question (Lincoln and Guba, 2000) . The rationale for this is that we felt that the research questions for the study could not be fully explored within a context-free quantitative paradigm-especially given the emphasis on the perspectives of participants. Conversely, qualitative methods are, by their nature, concerned with exploring the perspectives of participants and examining their experiences in the contexts in which they occur (Smith, 2003) . Within this paradigm, we adopted semistructured interviews as our method of data collection. An initial interview schedule was developed by the authors and then piloted with one teacher from each participating country. The schedule was then refined before being implemented with the final sample of teachers (see below).
Participants and sampling
We 'purposively' sampled (Guba and Lincoln, 1989 ) a total of 35 teachers who were known to be actively trying to reach out to all pupils, with the hope of capturing successful processes as well as challenges. The following criteria were used to screen potential participants:
N Primary school teacher N Received full professional training as a teacher N Currently teaching full-time (and have been doing so for at least 12 months) N Actively trying to respond to pupil diversity
The fourth criterion provides some obvious challenges in terms of rendering an objective view as to whether a particular teacher could participate-as such we were forced to rely on our professional judgement and knowledge of teachers in our respective countries. In addition to the above criteria for inclusion in the study, we applied a stratification procedure involving the following dimensions:
N Five teachers would be interviewed from each country N Each participant would be teaching in a different primary school N As far as possible the selected sample would be teaching across the different ages of primary schooling-from 4 to12 years These dimensions were not applied in an attempt to achieve some measure or 'representativeness' or 'generalisability'-rather, they were applied in order for us to explore a range of contexts and thus enrich our analysis of the data. The combination of our purposive sampling and stratification procedure yielded a final sample that is summarised in Understanding diversity in the primary classroom 309
Research and analytical procedure
The revised version of the interview schedule centred on participants' conceptual understanding of diversity, their experiences in working with/responding to pupil diversity, support and training needs in relation to diversity, and perceived barriers to responding effectively to diversity.
As is commonly the case with qualitative research, the data collection and analysis procedures took place in tandem (Guba & Lincoln, 2000) . Each researcher initially performed a basic thematic analysis of the data from their pilot interview. Descriptive categories were generated and applied to textual passages. These descriptive categories were then merged into coherent analytical themes. Throughout this process the aims and research questions relating to the interviews were used to guide the organisation and interpretation of data. Consistent with accepted guidelines for analysing qualitative data, any examples of textual passages that did not conform to emergent themes ('negative cases' or 'divergences') were also noted (examples of these in the Results section are underlined).
The seven thematic analyses were collated and a common coding framework was developed for the analysis of subsequent interview transcripts. This coding framework was applied to each transcript and modified on an ad-hoc basis so as to provide an increasingly greater 'goodness of fit' with the data. The common coding framework bore 5 main themes, each with up to 8 subordinate themes. For the purposes of clarity and conciseness, only the main themes are presented and discussed here.
Results
The 5 main themes emerging from the analysis were: (1) the need for caring and inclusive attitudes and school ethos-all participants spoke of wanting to reach all students, believing and feeling accountable for each one's learning, caring about each one's progress and happiness, and enabling each one's participation. They mentioned the need for 'pedagogy conversations' in order to reflect and improve their responding. (2) The participants did not leave appreciation of diversity to chance but actively tried to develop inclusive and solidarity values in their students as they strived to build a classroom community. (3) In fact, participants also spoke of the need for building collaborative networks: firstly an interpersonal relationship with each of their students; secondly among their students; and finally with other school staff, parents and other professionals. (4) In addition, these teachers used a variety of strategies to organise responsive teaching, including group work and a diversified curriculum, for engaging the whole class in multi-interest, multi-media and multilevel activities, using a great deal of flexibility and creativity. (5) Finally, it was noted that teachers did not see responsive teaching as an easy option. They also spoke of how they tried to face challenges to responding to diversity-for instance, when the rest of the school did not share the same values, or when dealing with pupils with particularly complex needs.
The need for caring and inclusive attitudes and school ethos
All the interviewees mentioned in one way or another that the teacher had to have, as a basic requirement for responding effectively to pupil diversity, an attitude in favour of respect for each student's entitlement to a quality education. This positive attitude was demonstrated through, amongst other things, a persevering belief in each child's potential, respect for each as an equal person, and a feeling of accountability for enabling progress in the classroom. Underpinning this was a conception of diversity as an enriching factor to classroom life, and the need for similarly inclusive values at the whole school level. The following extracts provide useful illustrations of this theme:
I mean, that's the beauty of our job: every June I'm sad to see one group leave, but we have a new group in our class every year. That's why I said October is very difficult, because you have to get to know them, you have to open these presents, you know, and you don't know what you're going to find, but it's our job to find it and to see what and how things are going to work out… [Teacher from Malta] There are schools and teachers who feel differences as a big problem that makes them busy… But I cannot say that all the teachers work like that-there are teachers in our schools who study new approaches, work on themselves, change themselves …and they do not push children to changes which satisfy them-teachers. … Such teachers seek experiences from other experienced teachers, schools. …After some time they begin to think about inclusion among adults (school workers, parents …)-it is an advantage that we all are different. Such teachers begin (together with a child) to seek, develop his/ her talent. All participants in such a process begin to change their system of valueswhat is necessary for life, what we should teach at schools and how and with whom. The final excerpt above, whilst being an example of a minor divergence from the overall theme, is noteworthy in that it demonstrates how easy it can be to 'problematise' certain groups of learners (in this case, refugee children)-this in turn is likely to lead to lowered expectations and possible social exclusion in the classroom. Overall though, the emergence of the theme of caring and inclusive attitudes and ethos is perhaps unsurprising-indeed, it is consistent with key literature in the area of inclusive education (e.g. Thomas and Loxley, 2001; Booth and Ainscow, 2002; Ainscow et al., 2004) . As authors such as Ainscow, Howes, Farrell and Frankham (2003) have argued, values and attitudes consistent with inclusive principles alone provide no guarantee of inclusive and responsive practices, since the intensive encounters that occur during a typical lesson can often leave little room for the experimentation and innovation required in the process of attempting to reach all pupils (meaning that much of what teachers do is often carried out at an Understanding diversity in the primary classroom 311 automatic, intuitive level). What has become evident in the research in this area is that teachers also need the opportunity to converse and collaborate with colleagues-in what Ainscow et al. (2004) have called 'interruptions' of established understandings and practices. This phenomenon was clearly evident in the current sample-for instance, a teacher from United Kingdom said, 'If we find there is anything that we feel that is a barrier or something crops up in school we usually discuss things and how best to address any barriers that generally arise or any problems'. The value of these 'pedagogical conversations' are of course likely to be contingent on the quality of collaborative relationships that have been established within a given school (see Theme 3). Where such relationships are difficult to establish, pedagogical conversations can be rare, as a teacher from Germany stated: 'It would help to have more time to talk to colleagues… I haven't seen a proper staff meeting for years, where all of us sit together and discuss'.
Educate in solidarity
The participants also felt the need to educate others to appreciate diversity. They engaged specifically in educating their whole class in an appreciation of diversity and the values of inclusion and solidarity, and worked towards building the class group as a small community-as one teacher from Malta stated, 'We are one family… we all belong to the same class-nobody should be left out'. These values were taught across the curriculum, and enabled the generation of dialogues about difference and diversity as positive dimensions of classroom experience that can be used to bring individuals together rather than divide them:
I have always tried to teach them that we are one community. Central is that we help each other, there's no mocking, and the better students agree to help the others. I don't always have to remind them of that, they do it of their own accord and offer their help. We're a good community. [Teacher from Germany] In my class you see that the pupils that learn more easily influence the weaker children by offering a helping hand. On the other hand, for example, I have a girl that has a lot of trouble reading, but almost always helps the third graders with their reading assignment. So you see that a child that actually has a lot of trouble with reading can still put her knowledge to use by helping the younger children. [Teacher from Netherlands] I choose something-food-that is important in every culture and every child has something unique to contribute to this subject. They also like to do this, because they can show how it works in their culture. For these kinds of conversations we always sit in a circle. Everybody sticks to the rules. This always goes faultless. [Teacher from Netherlands] Pupils' internalisation of such values bodes well for their development as responsible and caring citizens. However, educating in solidarity was seen very much as a protracted, developmental process-as one teacher from the Czech Republic stated, 'We teach them to accept the others as they are-but it is a process… [a] longdistance run'. This sentiment was echoed by a teacher from Germany, who stated, 'It's very hard to unite all of them, [it] needs a lot of patience and calmness'.
The theme of educating in solidarity, with its implicit values of acceptance and celebration of diversity, closely mirrors current political and cultural processes occurring within the European Union (EU). Like the heterogeneous classrooms our participants worked in, the EU consists of a multiplicity of cultures within and across the 25 EU current member states and new applicants. While seeking to establish common democratic values, the EU at the same time supports existing cultural diversity and promotes respect for such diversity. 'The European Union's citizens are bound together by common values such as freedom, tolerance, equality, solidarity, cultural diversity…' (European Communities, 1997) . The apparently paradoxical notion of Europeans being bound together by their diversity reflects the recognition, on the part of the Member States, that the objective of a European identity, based on a set of shared values, can only be achieved if a respect for diversity is established as one of them.
Build collaborative networks
Another frequent issue raised by the interviewees was the need for supportive relationship networks. Indeed, one teacher suggested that training in interpersonal skills was an essential preparation for responding to diversity. Participants variously referred to teacher-pupil relationships; relationships among the children; and relationships with other staff and parents. At the teacher-pupil level, a distinct feature of the current sample was their readiness to connect with their students-to build a personal individual relationship using methods such as self-disclosure or sharing of interests to 'get closer' (as stated by a teacher from Malta). These teachers reflected on the need to relate to each child, to be patient and persevering, and to be aware of how they themselves influenced the children. They tried to use the relationship as a motivation for more effort, and were sensitive to personal difficulties, trying to meet the children's needs for individual attention wherever possible:
You first have to get a relation with the one they should work with, to get them started at all [teacher from Sweden] Never forget how to be a child, so you can identify with children's various characters.
[teacher from Germany] At the staff-staff level, teachers highlighted the importance of having a positive collaborative relationship with the administration and other staff, particularly those teaching in the same year group and support staff (e.g. teaching assistants, in countries where they are common, such as Malta and the United Kingdom). Collaboration with the latter consisted particularly in relating the work done in class with the support given by the assistants-most preferred them to work with the child inside the classroom rather than on a withdrawal basis as has traditionally been the case with some groups of learners (e.g. those with special educational needs). As a teacher from Malta stated, 'If I talk to the complementary [support] teacher; our rapport is good enough so that if I had to ask her to do something, for instance once I sent her the copybook and I write to her, 'Can you please do these,' and she does Understanding diversity in the primary classroom 313 them'. On the other hand, they appreciated existing support or felt the need for more support from the administration in order to be able to be flexible with the curriculum or to get relevant resources. At a more general level though, there was an overwhelming emphasis on responsive teaching as a team (rather than individual) endeavour: Don't be frightened to… don't think you're on your own and don't be frightened to ask colleagues about anything at all, no matter how big or small you think it is, ask colleagues their advice. [teacher from United Kingdom] From my colleagues, yes, we cooperate and share our experience … [teacher from Lithuania]
No, I have never had that. That is something we have always wished for, and we have brought it up many times… there is no chance to get something like that. [teacher from Germany] The divergent case seen in the final excerpt above serves as a reminder of the differences evident within and across countries in terms of being able to draw upon other staff in the classroom. It provides a sharp contrast to practice in countries where additional support is commonplace (for example, in Malta and in the United Kingdom).
In terms of pupil-pupil collaborative relationships, the teachers in our sample held a fundamental belief that children can help each other, and that their diversity enriched this process (as one teacher from Czech Republic stated, 'for all of us differences are contribution'). As such they deliberately provided opportunities for them to interact together, seeing such interaction as sometimes effective in evoking a child's particular strengths. They created opportunities for children to build relationships in sometimes contrasting ways, both by asking them which child they preferred to collaborate with, but also by periodically getting them to work with unknown peers to build new friendships:
We just try and vary it as much as possible so that all the children are working with each other and relationships are going to develop outside the friendship groups really.
[teacher from United Kingdom] Or sometimes, there's the question of whom you sit them next to. If you sit them next to a friend who can help them, or who they feel confident enough to ask for help or who they can share ideas with, that helps them develop and, sometimes it brings them out of their shell, and you can find out what they're good at. [teacher from Malta] During these lessons I try to create as much social interaction between the children as possible. For me this is just as important as the result of the actual assignment. [teacher from Netherlands] Aside from the pure social value of facilitating positive relationships between pupils, there are of course sound pedagogical benefits to establishing such practices (Watson, 2001; Buchs and Butera, 2004) . Indeed, the use of 'more knowledgeable others' (to use the Vygotskyan term) to promote cognitive growth in collaborative academic activities was something that was referred to frequently (as was the notion of working within the pupil's zone of proximal development-for instance, one 314 P. Bartolo et al.
teacher from United Kingdom stated, 'I know what each child is capable of and I'll push them as far as I think-try to get them beyond what they think are capable of').
Organise responsive teaching
Many of the teachers in our sample were striking by virtue of their willingness to experiment and innovate in their attempts to facilitate the learning and participation of all pupils. Indeed, a teacher from Czech Republic remarked, 'each child teaches me something new, teaches me to seek new ways'. As a result of this, the dataset in this analytical theme was extremely diverse in nature, and it is not possible within the space constraints of this article to provide a full exploration. Instead, we focus on two related processes through which our sample organised responsive teaching. First and foremost, they dedicated time and energy for getting to know their students' characters, interests, experience and learning styles:
I think that to meet the diversity in the classroom, you have to know your pupils very much, especially… particularly… to communicate with them, cooperate… and just to rely on them, to know them and what they need. [teacher from Lithuania] When I took over the class [I found out about]… hobbies, likes and dislikes, favourite subjects, what they don't like about teachers and why, all that. I collected these, evaluated them, and made my own notes. That helped me a lot. [teacher from Germany] Secondly, they adapted the curriculum, mostly in terms of using multilevel goals, using different teaching strategies, and expecting different levels of products:
In order to learn and show as if we had our parents meeting today or tomorrow and could open our notebooks to our mothers… But if we opened them perhaps five or six mothers would leave the classroom crying so we put for the show, for instance, five notebooks, five drawings, five cut patterns and present in the way to so that all the pupils looked wonderful and unique and perfect. [teacher from Lithuania] Yes and being aware of the varied learning styles and being able to teach to those learning styles and making sure that you are not teaching to the style that suits you, that you are thinking about the children and providing throughout the day, not just throughout the week. [teacher from United Kingdom] These first two processes are, of course, directly in line with Tomlinson's (2003) model of responsive teaching (see Figure 1 ).
Facing challenges in responding to diversity
The process of reaching all learners, as eloquently stated by a teacher from the Czech Republic, can be conceptualised as a 'long-distance run', with considerable barriers to overcome. Indeed, the teachers in our sample spoke as frequently of such barriers as they did of the enabling factors already discussed. The barriers and challenges faced by the participants varied greatly, and were often tied in some way to national contexts. For instance, for teachers in the countries with more diverse cultural, ethnic and religious communities (such as the UK and the Netherlands), difficulties associated with these issues were more predominant:
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It is very difficult to always consider all the different cultural and religious backgrounds. Sometimes I will say something that is apparently misunderstood because of the enormous cultural difference, I find this the most difficult. [teacher from Netherlands] The only thing that is sometimes difficult is that the children, who have been going to the mosque since they were very young, learn there that they shouldn't listen to the blond teacher who does not wear a headscarf. [teacher from Netherlands] So you've very much got to be aware of their [pupils whose first language is not English] background, what their level of English is on a basic level. Also the fact that their English might be holding them back, but actually they've got a lot of ability in certain subjects so you've got to sort of see through the language barrier. [teacher from United Kingdom] However, there were also barriers and challenges that were common to teachers in most countries. Among these were implementing discipline and addressing issues relating to poor behaviour, working with children with difficulties in communication and interaction, a lack of human and physical resources, the curriculum itself (in some cases considered too restrictive and in others overloaded), and in particular, problems establishing partnerships with parents: It should be noted, however, that establishing partnerships with parents was not seen by all participants as being problematic-as one teacher from Sweden stated, 'Some are very involved and want to know how to support [their children's learning]'. Furthermore, a teacher from Lithuania stated, 'my contacts with the parents… and cooperation is continuous and very close and based not just on the afternoon meetings or events or class meetings but also it takes place daily, as the parents come to collect their children and if any problem emerges … then the family helps … I experience no difficulties in dealing with the parents'. What is perhaps more noteworthy than the barriers themselves, though, is the dogged determination of the teachers to overcome them:
And most of all, never give up. Always be optimistic. There are always throwbacks and failures, but one should not let that get one down. [teacher from Germany]
Conclusion
The aim of this qualitative study was to elicit from teachers' perceptions and descriptions of issues related to responding to the diversity of students' strengths and needs in actual classrooms. The five major themes and sub-themes raise several important issues that teachers who are interested in reaching out to all children need to address. As previously mentioned, they were not meant to give a 'generalisable' or 'representative' picture of what is actually going on in all classrooms, but rather what is possible to achieve in real classrooms with teachers who are faced with, as one teacher from Malta observed, 'the multiplicity of demands in actual classroom contexts'.
Much of our findings link directly with the current literature on the development of inclusive practices within schools. In a similar vein to authors such as Ainscow et al. (2004) , we found that facilitating the learning and participation of all pupils is best understood as the adoption of a set of values and principles rather than a series of explicit 'tips'. Like Tomlinson (2003) , we also found that teachers striving to practice inclusively need to address and explore not only the diversity inherent in their pupils, but also to ask questions about the diverse nature of what is to be taught and how it may be taught across the curriculum. The findings point to the importance of training teachers to reflect on their implicit approaches to classes and the curriculum in order to develop an appreciation of the potential enrichment of diversity. Above all, inclusion is best understood as a process; as a teacher from Germany noted, 'the way is the goal'.
